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In nature, “action and reaction” means a simple mechanical logic. For instance, when you apply a pressure to something, which could be 

called an “action,” the kinetic energy will be passed to it and make it move, which could be called a “reaction.” In an earthquake disaster 

movie, landmarks fall like dominos, which is a straightforward spectacle of  the “reaction” to the earthquake. If  two men are standing on 

skateboards, holding a rope on different sides in a game of  tug-of-war, the “action and reaction” will be complicated and form an endless 

“action and reaction chain.” It is significant that, in society, the chain will be entirely different, although the mechanical logic of  “action and 

reaction” is still identifiable.

According to psychoanalysis, the “subject” of  an individual person is not solid but more like uncertain liquid. Thus, the mechanical logic of  

“action and reaction” between two subjects of  human beings would be identifiable, but full of  confusing, misleading and secretive informa-

tion. When something happens, but the subject (of  the person) could not bear it, what will the reaction be?

SUBJECTIVE SURPLUS

When something happens and it is intolerable to you, the part that goes beyond the subjective model will be rejected from your conscious-

ness. This part is the subjective surplus. And this process was called “social mediation” by Slavoj Zizek. “If  I wrote you a love letter would 

you reply?” Winnie Soon mentioned this interesting question in her presentation, and in most occasions, according to a homogenized subjec-

tive model, “I” will not reply, or “I” will not directly/fully reply.

In most sorrowful and ironic cases, a “closed-loop system,” as mentioned by John Hill in his presentation, will be formed. This loop is clearly 

exemplified in an actor training game, which is sarcastic and even wicked – the actors are divided into several groups, each group with two 

actors. The two persons in a group will start to talk to each other, however, each one will intentionally focus on his/her own topic. The focus 

of  the training game is that he/she must make the converstation seem natural, that is, make it seem like an intimate chat, using all the meth-

ods and tricks to disguise the interruptions and pull the talk back to his/her own speech. Is it an evil game by actors on two “closed-loop 

systems?” Two smart actors could play this game endlessly and generate clapping and applause, for committing a crime on purpose.

The methods and tricks the actors have developed in this game relate to something that Zizek did not discuss – when someone rejects the 

subjective surplus, how could he/she fill this empty void? The answer is he/she must try his/her best to re-create something that matches the 
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thing that has happened. In order to maintain the integrity of  the 

“action and reaction chain,” a “new” ring is needed, which means, 

when the original ring was removed, a new fake one will be built. 

Unsurprisingly, the fake ‘reaction’ should be more delicate, deliber-

ated and safe than the original one. In An Actor Prepares Constantin 

Stanislavski defined the art of  acting by criticizing the craft of  

acting, which more or less matches what I called this fake ring in 

the “action and reaction chain.” Of  course, as many philosophers 

argue, there may not be a fact/reality that we could really fetch and 

define. But I think it is not that hard for us to distinguish which one 

is more mendacious, which one is called overreaction universally.

Overreaction: this term has been discussed a lot, even on radio pro-

grams. The question is: who nourished overreaction? Is it a result 

of  expansion of  the media? In overreaction, more comes from ide-

ology, less from instinct. The “Discipline and Punish” conquered. 

In drama, when actors intentionally highlight the overreaction, 

humor will be generated. However, in quotidian life, when things go 

on subconsciously and people get used to ignoring, immersed in a 

closed-loop system, where is the space of  art?

PERFORMANCE ART/HOW TO BE PRESENT

In the conflicts between the physical presence and the control of  

the media (via the homogenization of  urban life), it is hard to antic-

ipate art’s chance of  winning, especially in the field of  performing 

arts/performance art.

Performance art was born as avant-garde, however, as Richard 

Schechner mentioned in his article “The Conservative Avantgarde,” 

after more than half  century’s development, now, with tools of  

former works, we could define a new piece as more a “niche-garde” 

than an avant-garde. Don’t forget, there is also media in the field of  

arts. If  you are present in front of  a work or read writing directly 

from the artist, you may be more inspired by this than if  you just 

get information from an art media article/video.

In Roselee Goldburg’s view, “the origin of  performance art” is to 

use performance to replace object as art. But now, even perfor-

mance is easy to be regarded as an object, especially when it needs 

supporting parts like theater productions or it needs to be docu-

mented well to raise funding. It should be an object, in order to be 

involved in a media pack. An essential of  (traditional) media needs 

to make everything simplified, with a clear structure and conclusion. 

An artist may intentionally make his/her work so that it is easier to 

be simplified, identified and involved in a media pack. If  an artist 

would not compromise to this trend, how could he/she distinguish 

this attempt from the other performances?

At the end of  2015, Biological Renaissance Agenda was formed, 

which has two keywords: “Performance” and “Neuroscience,” and 

would try to maintain the space for physical presences within the 

expansion of  media. BRA group is planning to use EGG brainwave 

scanner and other equipment to test whether there is something es-

sential in the brain when a performer really achieves the goal “being 

present” but not “being an image for the media.”

How to be present? Interruption with participation would be a nice 

tool for artists, but what kind of  participation should it be? There 

is another actor training game: an actor/actress prepares a song 

or dance and a “fixed point,” which means you need to transfer 

yourself  from movement to a stiff  gesture immediately with a roar; 

when he/she starts to sing or dance, another one will interrupt 

constantly with a clapping and the actor/actress must react imme-

diately – pause the sequence of  song or dance he/she prepared and 

suddenly switch to the “fixed point.” This game may make an ac-

tor/actress exhausted while the audience bursts with laughter. Why? 

The clapping as interruption is merely a “particle” (in term of  Phys-

ics) and the artist himself/herself  is merely trying to escape from 

an action and maintain the continuity of  the consciousness, for the 

art’s sake. No motive. Thus this game will train the actor/actress in 

the craft of  art; furthermore, to become good at improvisation.

Improvisation is different from being present. The more patterns 

you have mastered, the more flexible and smart your improvisation; 

the audience will feel surprised while the skilled performer will not. 

In the “craft of  art,” improvisation is indispensable. Being present, 

however, should make the performers feel as fresh as what the 

audience feels. Thus, we need to come back to Yvonne Rainer’s 

NO Manifesto (1965): No to spectacle. No to virtuosity. No to the 

glamour and transcendency of  the star image. No to seduction of  

spectator by the wiles of  the performer.1 Being present means the 

1. No Manifesto, found at en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Yvonne_rainer, Accessed June 1, 
2016.  
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simultaneity of  cognition from performer and spectator, or even 

the deconstruction of  the duality between performer and spectator.

HAPPENING AT THE VERY MOMENT

In The Emancipated Spectator, Jacques Ranciere examined the era 

of  Brecht and Artaud that is overly optimistic on the theater’s 

influence on the spectators – educate them, or transform them in a 

condensed atmosphere as a plague – and imagined “a theater with-

out spectators.”2 We tried to comprehend the concept of  “a theater 

without spectators” by making the visitors have no chance to be 

what Ranciere called “passive spectators” and to effectively partici-

pate, turning themselves into performer as well as spectator. When 

he/she entered the gate of  the KCAA gallery at the Caochangdi Art 

District, Beijing, from July 17th to August 22nd, 2015, he/she need-

ed to be a part of  the performance of  the exhibition “Happening 

at the Very Moment: Performance Art in Contemporary Society,” 

curated by Eric Zheng and created by Wenjie Li and Hanbin Deng. 

This was an exhibition a little earlier than the set-up of  BRA group.

When the visitors created their own performance, they were 

performers. Meanwhile, they were the most suitable spectator to 

their own performance. The artists who were present, were to be 

lubricants and catalysts; their behaviors were not the subject of  the 

performance during the exhibition.

The participation or interaction of  the audience is an old and ex-

hausting topic in the field of  theater, in which the production uses 

plenty of  skills to attract an audience to “interact” with the perfor-

mance, to go smoothly in a preset track to do what the game needs 

him/her to do. At the same time, many performance artists do not 

really encourage participation, especially those who do “Body Art”; 

they do things to their bodies, which the spectator can not partici-

pate but merely watch. Of  course, in cases like Yoko Ono Cut Piece 

or (1965) or Marina Abramovic’s Thomas Lips (1975) the spectators 

did participate intensively, but the artists’ bodies were still the object 

of  the participant’s energy and the subject of  the performance.

2. Ranciere, The Emancipated Spectator, 2009, 4. 

In the exhibition “Happening at the Very Moment,” we urged 

visitors to contribute their own “body” – not physical body, but 

social body.

The exhibition chose “Marriage System” as its target. This topic is 

old and secular, but related to everyone’s existence. As part of  the 

“Punish and Discipline” social system, marriage is different from 

the violence agencies exposed in the public view, like schools and 

companies. Its disciplines go through secret and individualized 

forces, it has a direct effect on the unprotected body, kidnaps it, 

disciplines it, sublimates it, to produces a body filled with a gentle 

sense of  guilt and shame, then automatically derives a docile con-

sciousness. Marriage is a body politic – the most direct proof  is that 

the bottom line of  the awareness of  faith or betrayal is always in 

the body, not the brain. Of  all unforgivable mistakes a person can 

commit, 90 percent are related to the intellect; it is the brain that 

creates judgment errors. However, in marriage, the error committed 

by the body is really serious, irrevocable. This is the reason that the 

marriage system is independent of  other ideology tools. The focus 

of  the exhibition is marriage as a potential political action. To what 

level can performance go beyond contractual dimensions?

With their ID cards, visitors who are at least 18 years old could 

visit the exhibition. Step 1 was a white plywood cubic, in which you 

could make your marriage oath and wear your wedding rings with 

anybody (no matter which gender or how many) or anything (no 

matter what it is), with the help of  a “priest” wearing sunglasses 

(performed by He Li) in the form of  a three minute video projec-

tion on the wall opposite to the gate of  the cubic. This gate was 

made from black elastic cloth, in order that a group of  visitors who 

decided to go inside to marry, would be divided from the outside 

when they entered. The lighting inside the cubic was blue.

The space in which the cube was located, has a clear height of  

about 21 feet (6.5 meters), covering about 538 square feet (50 

square meters). In addition to the wall that the cubic relied on, 

the other three walls were turned into graffiti walls, on which the 

visitors were invited to write graffiti comments about “Marriage 

System.” On the center of  the middle wall was hung a small black 

and white oil painting with the word 婚姻 (marriage in Chinese). 

There were a bunch of  questions pre-painted on the wall around 
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the oil painting “Marriage,” such as “What will happen if  the 

institution of  marriage is gone?,” “Why marriage must be two but 

cannot be three or more than three persons?,” etc. Visitors were 

instructed to answer the questions or raise new questions, which 

would together form a “question tree” on the wall.

In the Step two of  the exhibition, with the help of  the staff, a 

marriage identity group photo (in front of  a red wall) would be 

shot, which then would be printed and adhered to a marriage 

certificate, which was as real as the official in Chinese government 

marriage office, with red cover and seal. The process was time 

consuming when visitors were waiting in the queue to take group 

photos, the color photo printer was producing the photos, and 

personal information were filled out in the marriage certificates. 

But it is required, or you cannot go on “visiting.” About 10% of  

visitors gave up when they recognized that they needed to be a 

“performer,” more than a pure visitor.

The first step to deconstruct the concept of  marriage is to expand 

its special population and blur its borders - to let everyone be 

married is essentially the same as to let them all be unmarried. 

However, the word “marriage,” with its magic by social ideology, 

also brings pressure to the visitors’ “social bodies.”

Although, for those who were a couple and had the will to marry 

each other, that is, in line with the requirements of  a series of  

social ideological disciplines such as heterosexual, emotional 

intimacy, etc., facing an oath, wedding photos, filling in person-

al information and applying for a marriage license would be a 

challenge. They would coincidentally have a glance at each other 

– the subtext was: we are really going to get married TODAY? 

(Their improvisational motional details built up a performance for 

themselves). For them, the rituals in Step one & two deconstruct-

ed the IMPORTANCE of  the marriage –something for which 

one should choose an auspicious day and repeatedly prepare, into 

something accidental which simply occurred. Not to mention 

other people who chose to marry with their same sex friend, with 

a pet, plant, cell phone, etc., or with more than one person, they 

entered into a “Heterotopia” as defined by Faucault. 

It is not a utopia, because ideological threat persists, the body does 

not escape its control, but the possibility of  a fresh perception of  

the experience has been triggered.

Before licensing, visitors were prohibited from entering step 3 of  

the exhibition. This is the largest space in the gallery, covering about 

100 square meters, clear height of  6.5 meters. But when the marriage 

license holder finally opened the curtain that obstructed their eye 

sight from peeping through, they found themselves in a narrow aisle, 

width 1.5 meters, depth of  9 meters. There were four black doors 

with different shapes on the wall opposite to the curtain entrance 

and four pitch dark tunnels, made from strut channels gypsum 

board, were waiting for the visitors to choose and pass through. 

Interestingly, most visitors who just got married chose to enter 

different tunnels from different doors.

And on the wall opposite the entrance doors there was a slogan in 

Chinese: 坚决执行一夫一妻制度！(Resolutely implement the one 

wife and one husband monogamous system!) Of  course it is ironic.

The pitch darkness and different shapes of  the four tunnels could be 

regarded as a metaphor by some visitors, but actually this interactive 

installation focused on the TRANSFORMATION – the new “per-

formers” needed to physically embody themselves in this unknown 

circumstance. Long strings of  black and white balloons blocked the 

line of  sight, making the four meter long tunnel seem longer than 

the actual length, and causing fear. The ground was also covered 

with scattered black and white balloons; from time to time someone 

stepped on a balloon, suddenly creating a popping sound, increasing 

the visitors’ sense of  tension in other tunnels. There was also an 

additional sound installation in the tunnels. It was a Khoomei style 

song, distorting a typical marriage oath.

Different shapes means choosing a different path, perhaps vaguely 

corresponding to each visitors’ different characters. Actually, the four 

tunnels had nothing fundamentally different. This was a cold joke. 

After the tunnel, visitors could look back and discover this joke. 

However, many of  the visitors wanted to experience another tunnel, 

and decided to go back.
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After coming out of  the tunnel, you find yourself  in a blue room, 

with carpet, “bed,” sofa, table, refrigerator, etc. The entire space 

echoed with the melodious music – the theme song in Pina Bausch’s 

Kontakthof. There was another major interactive installation on 

the wall at the end of  the room – it was a series of  ladders, three 

perpendicular to the ground, with height respectively in 5, 6, and 

6.5 meters, and the other three having different angles. Visitors 

could choose from four different ground points, climbing the ladder 

installation. Most people started from one of  the three vertical 

ladders. It was easier, but when the altitude increased, additional 

tension built up. Until encountering the first turning point, the 

meaning of  the device showed up: Do you have the possibility to 

overcome your fears and continue your journey?

This occasion symbolized those turning points repeatedly emerg-

ing in the life of  marriage. Actually you do not have to expend a 

great strength to go through this turning point and enter into the 

following period of  travel, but your fear far increased your physical 

exertion.

When we drew the three-dimensional image of  the ladder installa-

tion in 3DMAX, we considered the set-up so as to not challenge the 

general strength of  ordinary people – it was actually very easy to use 

and safe. In actual operation, there was no one who really faced any 

danger to fall off  the ladder. Only one or two times, some muscular 

energetic participants, in order to make fun of  scaring their com-

panion, deliberately staged some circus tricks, like suddenly releasing 

two hands together and grabbing the ladder again by one hand. 

As for its load-bearing ability, the construction workers technically 

guaranteed the security and its stability with up to ten people were 

on this group apparatus at the same time. 

Each different visitor showed significant difference in their perfor-

mance on the ladder. Even for the first turning point, some stayed 

for a long time, hesitated, afraid to move; others quickly adapted 

to this challenge. Along the ladder, five shelves had been scattered 

through the walls, each of  which held a bottle of  beer. Some visi-

tors joked: is it not a comfort and anesthesia for the hard course of  

marriage? Of  course, the interpretation is open to these visitors.

There was another keyword for this space: REHEARSAL. In 

French, “rehearsal” and “repetition” are the same word: répétition. 

We organized the visitors to rehearse/repeat some selected lines in 

Edward Albee’s Who’s Afraid of  Virginia Woolf ? So that “visitors / 

Performers” would embody some repetitive moments in a typical 

monogamous marriage.

We also encouraged the visitors to join in a “Free Forum,” in which, 

with the help of  a loudspeaker, they shouted out their real opinions 

and ideas about “the institution of  marriage.”

Step Four was on the second floor of  the gallery, in which the main 

installation was a plywood tunnel behind a black cloth gate, with a 

sign: “EXIT.”

The tunnel itself  looked quite similar to that of  the step 3, but 

when you moved forward, the situation was different – there was 

a square black abyss in front of  your feet, through which a rope 

ladder hung down to the ground outside the gallery. 

Actually, there was a vertical channel, built on the outside wall of  

the gallery. In this summer, when you went into the red zone 1 of  

Chaochangdi Art District, you could directly see this big black box 

attached to the red brick wall, with its two sides painted with white 

traditional Chinese characters: 正在發生 (Happening at the  

Very Moment).

However, for the person inside, it was a black abyss. Especially 

when the black velvet cloth tube fluctuated in the breeze and a vis-

itor from the “cliff  edge” of  the indoor tunnel looked down, light 

and shade seemed quite uncertain and mysterious.

Only after physically experiencing it, could you understand the 

metaphor of  the rope ladder. You could give up halfway, but further 

down, when half  of  the body has left the “cliff  edge” it is hard 

to go back. When those who completed the whole journey and 

returned to the second floor from the main entrance of  the gallery 

to take their belongings, they often signed and commented: These 

hard feelings that you cannot go back and must go step by step - “is 

the process of  divorce?”

About half  of  the visitors successfully got down to the ground. 

Those who were not physically the strongest did the best. It was a 

matter of  psychological strength. A little lady, really quietly, quickly 

went down to the ground, while many robust and strong, fear-

less-looking men had a lot of  trouble. The more fear, the longer 

· U
rb

an
iz

at
io

n 
&

 S
oc

ia
l P

ra
ct

ic
e 

·

119



Overwhelming Imagination:
Achieving and Undermining Contradictions 

they would struggle. Because the rope ladder was such a weak thing, 

with a strong philosophical meaning - the more vigorously you 

pulled it, it would shake more seriously and become more unstable, 

causing you to use more of  your strength. 

The performances in this abyss were not recorded and invisible. 

Because the light was too dim and tunnel too narrow. Only a few 

photos showed the dark silhouette, from which we can roughly 

guess the gestures of  the performers.

Everyone here, at this exhibition, brought all his/her past. We did 

not know who he/she was, where he/she came from, from what 

kind of  life. The exhibition, together with all those participating, 

created a unique “right now” moment. It was so different from the 

quotidian life and those inertial scenarios, but it wished to promote 

the participant’s physical reaction to the  “happening” and being 

aware by themselves.

During its month and a half  duration, the exhibition arranged a 

special event every Saturday night, in which many guest artists 

joined in. On August 21st we had a whole night performance as 

the closing event. It was a night of  meditation and healing process. 

About the institution of  marriage, about the relationship between 

people, about the life of  the mind. We used hemp ropes, wooden 

sticks, and A4 papers to set up six tents as for habitats across the 

night. No nails, no glue, etc.. It is difficult for sticks to link together 

to form the frame, but with all of  these layers and layers of  “knot,” 

or “complex” (a term by Sigmund Freud), slowly, the shape of  the 

house appeared. This was like a metaphor for our “home” forma-

tion. Then, at about 4 am, the darkest moment, we lit the tents. A 

fire burned all knot/complex and the “Home” collapsed.

LIVE WEBCAST?

This exhibition seems to be an extreme example – if  we would 

like to have performers to perform, how could we emancipate the 

spectators? Why do many performance artists insist “No rehears-

al?” Because rehearsal always tries to make an “effects guaranteed” 

final performance. If  the final performance is not as important as 

the rehearsal itself, will things be different?

Passion College, the performance branch of  BRA group, is 

planning to use webcast to make our rehearsals into performanc-

es that can be directly watched and interrupted by critique and 

praise. According to “bing.com/academic,” “a webcast is a media 

presentation distributed over the Internet using streaming media 

technology to distribute a single content source to many simulta-

neous listeners/viewers.” As I discussed earlier, traditional media 

needs to simplify the content, while webcasts using streaming me-

dia technology could distribute the content directly to the audience 

without any editing or simplification.

The challenge is to cultivate performers and spectators who will get 

used to this new media. The application of  this new technology is 

still conservative and even entertainment orientated. When some-

one broadcasts the last moments of  his/her life on the Internet, 

the viewers of  webcast suicide may discuss whether what they have 

seen was real. Why? The performers and spectators are still divided 

into two worlds. The audiences go to see something unusual in 

his/her own life, with the live webcast being there like a television 

switched on all the time in the living room. A live webcast may 

even be more fragmented than a TV channel through a ‘customer’s 

cognition.’ In China, live webcast using streaming media technolo-

gy has already found its profit model by many participants – they 

distribute semi-porn content and make the audience buy virtual 

gifts for the performers, who sing, dance, flirt and promote them-

selves. Spectators come and go constantly. Performers struggle to 

stay longer online, like a 24 hour fast food store.

What could sew up these fragments? A group of  new performers 

should emerge; who know how to calculate their energy, not al-

lowing it to be consumed at every moment it is created, who know 

how to repeat, not preparing for a perfect final performance, not 

for an instant effect. When they webcast their ‘rehearsal’ online for 

one year, two years, three years… the energy will be calculated and 

a new audience would be cultivated to get used to staying present 

for an hour and half  like watching a show or reading a book. Is it a 

new way to avoid “disappearing in the wash of  the virtual era?”
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